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Abstract  In the recent times, citizens have been able to use, create, and provide volunteered 
geographic information (VGI) on websites. While this phenomenon has been primarily studied in 
Anglophone scholarships, previous studies did not explore the temporal characteristics of VGI. 
This study examines the dissemination process and its factors with regard to VGI from the 
perspective of “politics of scale”. The study focuses on the activities of a non-profit organization, 
Kotoba-No-Michiannai (Koto-Navi), which creates “verbal maps” for visually impaired people in 
Japan. The author analyzed the verbal maps, newspapers that featured the organization, and the 
record books of the organization, and interviewed members of the organization. The results 
showed the following: In the early days of the organization, Koto-Navi produced “spaces of 
dependence” in the Special Wards of Tokyo and created verbal maps of the area. Next, through a 
collaboration with the local residents, the organization gradually constructed spaces of dependence 
outside Tokyo. To secure spaces of dependence outside Tokyo, the organization produced national 
and regional “spaces of engagement” by deepening their relationship with administrative agencies 
and using mass media for publicity. Thus, the organization acquired legitimacy to conduct their 
activities outside Tokyo by positioning the problems occurring in the local spaces to the upper 
scale space. This politics of scale allowed Koto-Navi to disseminate the verbal maps in Japan. The 
author contends that the different political aspects of VGI need to be considered in future research. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Since the beginning of the 21st century, development of information and communication 
technology (ICT) has allowed citizens to use, create, and provide volunteered geographic 
information (VGI) on the website (Goodchild 2007). This phenomenon relates to participatory 
geographic information systems (PGIS) that people participate in social and political activities 
using geospatial information technology (Craig et al. 2002; Seto 2010). While VGI and PGIS 
share some ground, the former is more about applications and information, and the later seems 
more concerned with process and outcomes of activities (Tulloch 2008). 
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Previous studies on VGI have investigated the accuracy of information, digital divide, 
subjectivity, privacy, and authority (Elwood et al. 2012; Sui et al. 2013). However, the temporal 
characteristics of VGI are unclear. Hence, this study considered the dissemination process and its 
factors with respect to VGI with a focus on an activity carried out across the administrative borders 
in Japan. 
 
2. Data and Method 
 
Data 
In this study, I focus on the VGI provided by a non-profit organization (NPO) managed by 
visually impaired people. In Japan, there are more than 300,000 visually impaired people. Humans 
get 80% of information from their eyes, and, therefore, visually impaired people are unable to 
walk alone and need geospatial information more than sighted people. Thus, volunteer groups 
provide VGI to support their mobility in Japan. One of the organizations is the NPO Kotoba-No-
Michiannai (Koto-Navi). In 2002, it was established in the Kita ward in Tokyo. It creates verbal 
maps that guide visually impaired people from stations to different facilities (Fig. 1). The verbal 
maps are uploaded on a website called Walking-Navi. Visually impaired people can use it via their 
mobile phones or personal computers that can read it to them through a voice technology. The 
organization has about 50 to 60 members and half of them are visually impaired. This study 
analyzes the development of Koto-Navi’s activities and the dissemination process of verbal maps. 
 
 
   
  Fig. 1  Example of a verbal map on Walking-Navi. 
   Source: Walking-Navi (http://walkingnavi.com/text_map.php?area=1&rno=16). 
  The author translated from Japanese to English. 
 
To understand the dissemination process of verbal maps, I analyzed 2,225 maps from the 
Walking-Navi website on April 24th, 2016, newspapers that featured the organization, and the 
record books of the organization. In addition, to consider the factors affecting dissemination, I 
interviewed members of the organization. In the following sections, people’s names have been 
written anonymously, such as “Mr. A”. 
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Analytical framework 
   In this study, I employ the concept of “politics of scale” devised by Cox (1998) who said that 
in order to engage in social activities, people produce “spaces of dependence” and “spaces of 
engagement.” According to Cox, spaces of dependence are “those more-or-less localized social 
relations upon which we depend for the realization of essential interests” (Cox 1998: 2). In other 
words, these spaces are based on social relations, such as with friends, neighbors, and colleagues. 
People practically engage in social activity in that space. On the other hand, the space of 
engagement is “the space in which the politics of securing a space of dependence unfolds” (Cox 
1998: 2). In other words, this space is based on political relations, such as with the local 
government and the national press. 
   Based on this, I assume that people disseminate VGI in spaces of dependence by collaborating 
with families, friends, and local residents. Then, to secure these spaces of dependence, people 
produce spaces of engagement by using mass media and deepening their relationship with 
administrative agencies. I have examined the dissemination process of VGI with a focus on the 
strategies that produce these spaces and the factors that make these strategies possible. 
 
3. Dissemination process of the verbal maps 
 
Classification of the activities  
Table 1 shows the milestones of Koto-Navi and the projects conducted by the organization. In 
2002, Mr. A, who is totally blind because of an eye disease, and his friends established Koto-Navi 
as a private organization. In 2004, it turned into a NPO, and in 2013, it turned into an approved 
NPO. Subsequently, Mr. A succeeded Mr. B, who had been the deputy representative, as the 
representative. In 2016, the organizations changed its office location from Kita ward to Shinjuku 
ward in Tokyo, which has a number of facilities for visually impaired people, such as Japan 
Braille Library. 
The projects carried out by the organization can be divided into three categories: (1) subsidies 
from private corporations, financial institutions, social welfare councils, and national 
administrative agencies, (2) commissioned projects from administrative agencies, and (3) joint 
projects with administrative agencies and a private corporation. Table 1 shows only those 
subsidies that are included in the record books of the organization. The organization has received 
other additional subsidies as well. 
As mentioned below, the projects that had a major impact on expanding the activity areas were 
the commissioned project from the administrative agency of Kita ward in 2009, the subsidy from 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications in 2010 to 2012, and the joint project with 
the administrative agency in Oita prefecture in 2011 and 2013. I have divided the activities into 
three groups based on the time periods: the first period is from 2002 to 2008, second period is 
from 2009 to 2013, and third period is from 2014 to 2016. I analyze the development of Koto-
Navi’s activities and the dissemination process of the verbal maps based on these periods. 
However, Koto-Navi has not recorded the dates when each verbal map was created. Instead, 
the organization uses a numerical order to organize the verbal maps. Thus, I inferred the periods of 
the verbal maps based on the number of each map, record books of the organization, and 
information obtained from interviews with the members of the organization. The areas for which 
verbal maps were created are summarized in Fig. 2, and Tables 2 and 3. Table 4 represents the  
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Table 1  The milestones of Koto-Navi and the projects conducted by the organization 
Period Year The milestones of the organization Subsidies 
Commissioned 
projects Joint projects 
First 
period 
2002 - Established as a private organization 	  	  	  
2003 	  ○A financial institution (2005) 	  	  
2004 - Turned into NPO 	  	  	  
2005 	  
☆National Institute of Information 
and Communications Technology 
(2007) a) 
	  	  
2006 	  	  	  	  
2007 	  □A private corporation [A] (2009) 	  	  
2008 	  ○A public interest incorporated foundation [A] (2009) 	  	  
Second 
period 
2009 	  
○A social welfare service 
corporation (2009) △Kita ward, 
Tokyo (2009) 	  ○A public interest incorporated 
foundation [B] (2009) 
2010 	  
□Japan Post Holdings (2010) 
△Sumida 
ward, Tokyo* 	  
□Family Mart (2010) 
☆Welfare and Medical Service 
Agency (2010) b) 
☆Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications (2012) a) 
2011 
	  ☆Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 
Transport and Tourism (2011) a) 
△Toshima 
ward, Tokyo* 
△Iruma city, Saitama pref. 
(2011) 
	  △Shinjuku ward, Tokyo* △Oita pref. (2011) 
2012 
	  □Japan Post Holdings (2012) b) 
○Consumer cooperative 
association in Saitama pref. (2012) 
△Chiyoda 
ward, Tokyo* △Saitama pref. (2012) 
	  △Taito ward, Tokyo* △Kita ward, Tokyo (2013) 
2013 - Turned into an approved NPO 
○NPO Association of visually 
impaired people in Nakano Ward 
(2013) 
△Tokyo 
(2013) c) 
△Oita pref. (2013) 
△Kanagawa pref. (2017)                  
□A private corporation [B] (2014) 
Third 
period 
2014 
	  	  △Nagasaki 
pref. (2014) c) △Ota ward, Tokyo (2015) 	  	  
  □Tokyo Metro Co., Ltd.* b) 
2015 
	  	  	  △Koto ward, Tokyo (2015) 
	  	  	  △Sagamihara city, Kanagawa pref. (2017) 
2016 
- Changing 
representatives 
	  △Nakano ward, Tokyo* 
	  
- Changing the 
organization's office 
location from Kita 
ward to Shinjuku 
ward in Tokyo 
	  
☆: national administrative agencies, △: local administrative agencies, □: private corporations, ○: other 
corporations and cooperatives, [  ]: identifiers, *: ongoing projects, (  ): the fiscal years when projects finished 
or will finish, a): research and development of new technologies, b) making verbal maps in the stations, c): 
making verbal maps that guide to the facilities related to the National Athletic Meet. 
 
residential areas of the members of Koto-Navi who were definitely members as of March 31, 2015. 
To the best of the author’s knowledge, from April 2015 to November 2016, ten members newly 
joined the organization, and the author overheard that some people withdrew during that period. 
Figure 3 represents year-wise data on the number of mass media features on Koto-Navi. In the 
following sections, the development of Koto-Navi’s activities will be considered using these 
figures and tables. 
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Fig. 2  Distribution of destination facilities in verbal maps. 
 
First period 
In the first period, Koto-Navi created verbal maps on the Special Wards of Tokyo, such as 
Shinjuku ward, which has several facilities for visually impaired people, and Chiyoda ward, which 
has several commercial facilities, museums, and town halls (Tables 2 and 3). The organization 
made about 95% of its maps on the Kanto region, and about 65% on the Special Wards of Tokyo. 
The organization made maps on the residential areas of the members, which were mainly located 
in the Special Wards of Tokyo and Saitama prefecture (Table 4). Most of the members in these 
periods had a strong connection with Mr. A. 
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Table 2  Number of verbal maps by prefectures 
Values in parentheses show the ratio (%). 
 
Table 3  Number of verbal maps by wards in Tokyo 
Wards First period (2002-2008) 
Second period 
(2009-2013) 
Third period 
(2014-2016) Total 
Kita 16 (  4.1) 324 (042.2) 40 (012.5) ,380 (025.8) 
Sumida 15 (  3.9) 111 (014.5) 21 (  6.5) ,147 (010.0) 
Toshima 12 (  3.1) 89 (011.6) 49 (015.3) ,150 (010.2) 
Shinjuku 47 (012.1) 80 (010.4) 4 (  1.2) ,131 (  8.9) 
Chiyoda 39 (010.1) 29 (  3.8) 36 (011.2) ,104 (  7.1) 
Taito 6 (  1.6) 0 (  0.0) 76 (023.7) ,82 (  5.6) 
Ota 25 (  6.5) 21 (  2.7) 19 (  5.9) ,65 (  4.4) 
Nakano 7 (  1.8) 18 (  2.3) 33 (010.3) ,58 (  3.9) 
Koto 13 (  3.4) 2 (  0.3) 34 (010.6) ,49 (  3.3) 
Others 207 (053.5) 93 (012.1) 9 (  2.8) 0,309 (020.9) 
Total 387 (100.0) 767 (100.0) 321 (100.0) 1,475 (100.0) 
Annual mean 55.29 153.40 107.00 98.33 
Values in parentheses show the ratio (%). 
 
According to Mr. B, Koto-Navi focused on making a large number of verbal maps during this 
period. The members of the organization thought, “First, we will make maps that can provide 
guidance to all the ward offices in Tokyo.” The volunteer center in Toshima ward was used as the 
active base where they could easily gather. At that time, the organization needed place for 10 to 20 
people to gather and to use the internet. The volunteer center in Toshima ward met these 
conditions. To a newspaper, Mr. A said, “The goal is to make 100 maps within this year” (The 
Mainichi Newspapers, August 4, 2004). Since the verbal maps on ward offices were almost 
complete, Koto-Navi expanded their activity space to North Kanto region (Fig. 2). Based on a 
subsidy from the National Institute of Information and Communication Technology from 2005 to 
Prefectures First period (2002-2008) 
Second period 
(2009-2013) 
Third period 
(2014-2016) Total 
Kanto region 564 (095.8) 964 (085.0) 446 (088.8) 1,974 (088.7) 
   - South Kanto region 506 (085.9) 959 (084.6) 446 (088.8) 1,911 (085.9) 
      - Tokyo 387 (065.7) 67 (067.6) 321 (063.9) 1,475 (066.3) 
         - Special Wards 381 (064.7) 740 (065.3) 312 (062.2) 1,433 (064.4) 
         - Cities 6 (  1.0) 27 (  2.4) 9 (  1.8) 42 (  1.9) 
      - Kanagawa 18 (  3.1) 67 (  5.9) 122 (024.3) 207 (  9.3) 
      - Saitama 45 (  7.6) 120 (010.6) 3 (  0.6) 168 (  7.6) 
      - Chiba 56 (  9.5) 5 (  0.4) 0 (  0.0) 61 (  2.7) 
   - North Kanto region 58 (  9.8) 5 (  0.4) 0 (  0.0) 63 (  2.8) 
      - Tochigi 29 (  4.9) 1 (  0.1) 0 (  0.0) 30 (  1.3) 
      - Gunma 16 (  2.7) 4 (  0.4) 0 (  0.0) 20 (  0.9) 
      - Ibaraki 13 (  2.2) 0 (  0.0) 0 (  0.0) 13 (  0.6) 
North Kyushu region 0 (  0.0) 152 (013.4) 56 (011.2) 208 (  9.3) 
   - Oita 0 (  0.0) 103 (  9.1) 0 (  0.0) 103 (  4.6) 
   - Saga 0 (  0.0) 38 (  3.4) 4 (  0.8) 42 (  1.9) 
   - Fukuoka 0 (  0.0) 11 (  1.0) 24 (  4.8) 35 (  1.6) 
   - Nagasaki 0 (  0.0) 0 (  0.0) 28 (  5.6) 28 (  1.3) 
Others 125 (014.2) 18 (  1.6) 0 (  0.0) 43 (  1.9) 
Total 589 (100.0) 1,134 (100.0) 502 (100.0) 2,225 (100.0) 
Annual mean 86.00 236.80 102.33 139.53 
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Table 4  The residential areas of the members of Koto-Navi as of March 31, 2015 
Source: Documents obtained from Koto-Navi. 
 
 
Fig. 3  Number of mass media features on Koto-Navi. 
 
2007, the organization collaborated with an information technology corporation to research and 
develop a navigation system combining GPS and verbal maps. In this period, the organization 
appeared in a number of mass media features. Most of these included radio programs, television 
programs, and the local sections of national newspapers (Fig. 3). 
Koto-Navi conducted these activities using their own funds and subsidies from private 
corporations (Table 1). However, towards the end of 2008, the organization found it difficult to 
continue its activities due to shortage of finance. On November 1, 2008, the record book entry 
reads, “We have no funds available.” 
 
Second period 
In 2008 to 2011, local and regional Japanese governments implemented the Emergency Job 
Creation Program to deal with the financial crisis after Lehman’s collapse. In 2009, as part of that 
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Residential areas 
Periods when the members joined in Koto-Navi Total 
(Number of the members 
as of March 31, 2015) 
First period 
(2002-2008) 
Second period 
(2009-2013) 
Third period 
(2014-2015) 
South Kanto region 15 (100.0) 21 (084.0) 11 (100.0) 47 (092.2) 
   - Tokyo 10 (066.7) 14 (056.0)  7 (063.6) 31 (060.8) 
      - Special Wards  9 (060.0) 10 (040.0)  7 (063.6) 26 (051.0) 
         - Kita  2 (013.3)  2 (  8.0)  2 (018.2)  5 (010.6) 
         - Ota  0 (  0.0)  1 (  4.0)  3 (027.3)  2 (  4.3) 
         - Nakano  0 (  0.0)  1 (  4.0)  1 (  9.1)  1 (  2.1) 
         - Toshima  0 (  0.0)  0 (  0.0)  1 (  9.1)  1 (  2.1) 
         - Others  7 (046.7)  6 (024.0)  0 (  0.0) 13 (027.7) 
      - Cities  1 (  6.7)  4 (016.0)  0 (  0.0)  5 (010.6) 
   - Saitama  5 (033.3)  3 (012.0)  2 (028.6) 10 (021.3) 
   - Kanagawa   0 (  0.0)  3 (012.0)  2 (028.6)  5 (010.6) 
   - Chiba  0 (  0.0)  1 (  4.0)  0 (  0.0)  1 (  2.1) 
North Kyushu region  0 (  0.0)  2 (  8.0)  0 (  0.0)  2 (  4.3) 
Others  0 (  0.0)  2 (  8.0)  0 (  0.0)  2 (  4.3) 
Total 15 (100.0) 25 (100.0) 11 (100.0) 51 (100.0) 
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program, an administrative agency of Kita ward commissioned a program for the creation of the 
“Sasaeai Map,” which provided information on barrier-free facilities and roads to the Social 
Welfare Council and volunteer group centers for disabled people in that district. Koto-Navi was 
asked to participate in the program, and it made more than 50 verbal maps in Kita ward. 
Based on this experience of receiving activity funds and disseminating verbal maps, Koto-
Navi gradually received commissioned projects from the administrative agencies in different 
wards of Tokyo, such as Sumida ward and Shinjuku ward (Table 3). The organization also 
conducted joint projects with the administrative agencies of Saitama prefecture and Iruma city 
during this period. In 2009, the organization started cooperating with a volunteer group for visually 
impaired people in Saga prefecture, and made verbal maps in that area. In 2011 and 2013, Koto-
Navi, the administrative agency of Oita prefecture, and a private corporation that prioritized the 
employment of disabled people conducted a joint project to make verbal maps in the Oita 
prefecture as part of the Emergency Job Creation Program. The local private corporation led this 
initiative, and Koto-Navi joined as an advisor. From 2010 to 2012, the organization developed a 
website to manage verbal maps through a subsidy from the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications. This website made it possible for Koto-Navi to create and edit verbal maps in 
places that were far from Tokyo. Koto-Navi expanded their activity space outside Tokyo through 
these projects and subsidies. In the report on the joint project with the administrative agency of 
Saitama prefecture in 2012, Koto-Navi said, “In the future, we will not make verbal maps directly 
and promote local residents to get initiative to make maps.” From this time onwards, the 
organization actively encouraged local residents to participate in the activity. These projects led 
some people to become members of the organization. 
In this period, mass media, especially national newspapers, focused on Koto-Navi and verbal 
maps. In a national newspaper, Mr. A said, “We will expand our activity area throughout Japan, 
because people can use verbal maps almost only in around Tokyo now” (The Yomiuri Newspapers, 
January 5, 2009). In addition, the nationwide activities of Koto-Navi were emphasized in local 
newspapers and web articles as follows: 
“Kotoba-No-Michiannai have made verbal maps collaborating with local administrative 
agencies throughout Japan”, “Now, Kotoba-No-Michiannai provide 1,294 verbal maps 
throughout Japan” (The Saitama Shimbun, December 26, 2012). 
“Kotoba-No-Michiannai also actively cooperates with organizations which want to make 
verbal maps, and have started to make maps at about 10 places nationwide” (COMZINE by 
NTT COMWARE, April 2011). 
 
Third period 
Around 2014, the project with a subsidy from Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications and the joint project with the administrative agency of Oita prefecture were 
completed. Next, Koto-Navi received commissioned projects from other administrative agencies 
in the wards of Tokyo, such as Toshima, Chiyoda, Taito, Nakano, and Koto (Table 3). While the 
members of Koto-Navi led the initiative to make verbal maps in these commissioned projects in 
Tokyo, they worked as advisors in projects outside Tokyo. The third period was characterized by 
the organization’s verbal maps in the prefectures of Kanagawa, Fukuoka, and Nagasaki.  
However, some people perceive Koto-Navi’s projects outside Tokyo negatively. In fact, Mr. B 
said that a certain administrative agency hesitates to commission projects to Koto-Navi because it 
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believes that the organization’s active base is in Kita ward, Tokyo. According to Mr. A, one of the 
reasons a local private corporation conducted an initiative in the Oita prefecture is that some 
people in the administrative agency of that district had negative opinions about funding the 
organization in Tokyo. An officer in the administrative agency of Kanagawa prefecture said, “If 
the judges of the project were not outside professionals but public officers in the administrative 
agency, probably Koto-Navi was not adopted, because Koto-Navi is the organization whose active 
base is in Tokyo.” 
Therefore, Koto-Navi emphasized the importance of conducting their activities in local areas 
by perceiving the dissemination of verbal maps as a nationwide problem. Furthermore, the 
organization was featured in a number of local newspapers during this period (Fig. 3). 
“The activities to make verbal maps for supporting visually impaired people’ and aged 
people’s travel behavior with a voice of mobile phone is also carried out within Kanagawa 
prefecture” (The Kanagawa Shimbun, May 28, 2014). 
“Koto-Navi started their activities around 2004, and provided 1,867 verbal maps on the website 
throughout Japan in September 13. The organization made verbal maps within Nagasaki 
prefecture for the first time” (The Nagasaki Shimbun, September 13, 2015). 
 
Politics of scale and dissemination of verbal maps 
Koto-Navi has disseminated verbal maps in different areas of Japan through commissioned 
projects from administrative agencies and joint projects with administrative agencies and by 
publicizing their activities through mass media. From the perspective of politics of scale, this 
dissemination process can be summarized as follows. 
   There are a large number of visually impaired people who need geospatial information to 
support their mobility in Japan. Therefore, Mr. A and his friends established Koto-Navi to make 
and disseminate verbal maps. In the early days of the organization, they produced spaces of 
dependence in the Special Wards of Tokyo, which was their residential area, and diffused verbal 
maps in that space. Then, Koto-Navi planned to expand their activity area outside Tokyo. 
However, the organization found it difficult to secure spaces of dependence outside Tokyo 
because its active base was the Kita ward in Tokyo. In fact, some administrative agencies regard 
Koto-Navi as an “outsider” and hesitate to fund the organization. 
   Thus, to secure spaces of dependence, Koto-Navi produced spaces of engagement by 
constructing relationships with local and national administrative agencies and publicizing their 
activities in newspapers. Koto-Navi acquired the legitimacy to conduct their activities outside 
Tokyo by positioning problems occurring in local to upper scale spaces. This politics of scale 
made it possible for the organization to disseminate verbal maps throughout Japan. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
In this study, the author examined the development of Koto-Navi and the dissemination 
process of verbal maps. The results show that the organization disseminated verbal maps by 
acquiring legitimacy to conduct their activity outside Tokyo using politics of scale. 
Goodchild (2007: 212) said that VGI is “the widespread engagement of large number of 
private citizens, often with little in the way of formal qualifications, in the creation of geographic 
information, a function that for centuries has been reserved to official agencies.” However, it is 
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ambiguous whether VGI providers are private citizens (or not). The recent trend of neoliberalism 
has led to downsizing within governments; therefore, administrative agencies are interested in the 
use of VGI (Johnson and Sieber 2013). A number of NPOs depend on administrative institutions, 
such as subsidies and commissioned projects from municipalities, because the culture of charity 
has not taken root in Japan (Maeda 2008). In fact, political institutions have aided the 
dissemination of verbal maps by Koto-Navi. In contemporary Japan, NPO activities to create and 
provide VGI are at a risk of being influenced by governments. Although previous studies on VGI 
have focused on technical aspects, we also need to consider the political aspects of VGI in future 
research. 
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